The exterior territories, or surfaces, of the body have become symbols of the self in late modernity. People are increasingly overwhelmed with messages of youthful ideals : how to stay young or how to get old without signs of ageing. However, studies of the effects of these images on people's own experiences as they grow older seem to be lacking. The present paper reports an empirical study which focuses on body image for men and women of different ages. Four hypotheses, derived from social gerontological theories, are developed and tested against data : the female beauty hypothesis, the double marginality hypothesis, the ageing mask hypothesis and the ageless self hypothesis. The survey, undertaken by , Swedes, reveals a response pattern with basically positive body images that, for women, is increasingly positive with age. The results are, thus, in sharp contrast to the gerontophobic messages from consumer culture as well as contrary to some gerontological theories.
subjectivities are structured by the situation in which we live. However, we do not know how these images affect the experience of growing old. This paper targets the meaning of the body through the lifecourse, as well as how the body image differs for men and women of different ages. We define body image in terms of the way people perceive their own bodies, including collective attitudes, feelings and fantasies (Fisher , c.f. Sault ) .
A point of departure in this article is that body image is fundamental to men's and women's identity as they move through the lifecourse. From the perspective of embodiment, we see, experience and imagine both our own and other people's bodies, and relate to each other through the visible body. An embodied identity can thus be seen as a negotiated process whereby the individual actively and creatively draws upon cultural resources for making sense of who s\he is, who s\he was and who s\he might become (see Davis ) . The modern individual can be described as a ' performing self ', who is constantly on display and who is judged by the success of this presentation in the public arena (Featherstone ) . Goffman () , in his work on stigma, shows how individuals' self-identity is affected by judgements made about their bodies. According to Goffman, management of the body is a central medium in social interaction. The body, thus, mediates the relationship between an individual's personal and social identity. Management of the body is central to a person's ' virtual identity ', i.e. the ability to construct a version of the self that is preferred rather than stigmatising. According to Goffman, the ' shared language of bodily idiom ' guides people's perceptions of bodily appearances and provides them with a common ' schedule ' with which to classify embodied information. Besides, the social meanings which are attached to particular bodily forms and performances tend to become internalised by an individual and affect his or her own sense of self.
The theoretical discussion in this paper focuses on values in consumer societies (well represented by Sweden), and the potential effects of these values on self-image and age identification. We can distinguish between images of the ageing body in popular and consumer culture, the social meanings attached to individuals' bodies by other people, and individuals' subjective experiences of their own bodies. The empirical part of this paper focuses on the last aspect : how men and women perceive their own bodies through the lifecourse. Thus, the paper starts with a theoretical discussion about embodiment for men and women through the lifecourse, and female and male strategies used to handle the relationship between body and self. From this discussion we will derive several hypotheses, which will then be tested and discussed.
Body and self over the lifecourse
At the present time everything would seem to indicate that the body has become an object of salvation. It has literally replaced the soul in this moral and ideological function (Baudrillard , c.f. Berthelot ).
In the consumer culture, we are surrounded by pictures of slim, beautiful, young bodies and we are constantly reminded that individuals who take care of their bodies stay healthier, live longer, maintain their figure and look good. Television, film and other visual media remind us that the slim and graceful body, with dimples in the attractive face, is the key to happiness -maybe even its essence (Featherstone ) . And the more people attach value to how they look and what they do with their bodies, the greater the likelihood that their self-identities will become wrapped up with their bodies. The exterior territories, or surfaces, of the body become symbols of the self, of the real character of individuals (see, for example, Shilling  ; Lundin and A / kesson )".
The images in media and advertisement remind us of who we are, and who we could be, if we were to exert ourselves. Crawford (, c.f. Shilling ) has even suggested that the adoption of health and fitness regimes has reached the stage among sections of the professional middle classes where those who reject them are regarded as deviants. Consequently, people in the new mid-lifestyle are not expected to accept ageing with resignation. Instead, this new mid-life (from about  to  years) is presented as a chance for self-realisation and personal growth -one can enjoy an endless ' middle youth ' (Featherstone and Hepworth ) . This ability to construct a reliable self-identity develops through an adoption of different lifestyles, lifestyles that in high-modernity have at their centre a concern with body regimes (Giddens ). We can now, through the consumption of lifestyles, realise different ' possible selves ' (Gergen  ; Gilleard and Higgs ) and actively determine how to be old : what to wear, what to own, where to live, how to look and so on. But messages, according to which the individual, through efforts and work with the body, can obtain a desired look, may also have negative consequences for ageing. The ' natural ' bodily decline, and perhaps bodily betrayal, that follows with ageing can be interpreted in this light as a sign of moral decay (Featherstone ) .
But it is necessary to emphasise that the resistance of the ' ageing flesh ' places limits on the degree to which the body can be reconstructed in line with the self-identity of its owner. Even if an increase in lifestyle choices and bodily malleability hold out the promise for elders to be consumers of more youthful lifestyles, it is, as Biggs points out, ' difficult to choose not to become old ' ( : ). The possibilities of constructionism and postmodern multiple options for identity are constrained by biological ageing, by the finitude of the human body. This argument stresses the importance of embodiment for the ageing identity. The experience of the ageing body -a topic about which there is little knowledge derived from a general population -should be considered when studying the construction and the experience of old age. The Western world emphasises, almost to the point of obsession, the appearance of the body as a dominant signifier of old age. Despite this, ageing bodies occupy a remote place in consumer culture. For example, as Bildtga/ rd () has pointed out, we scarcely ever see older bodies engaged in sexual activities in feature film. This is especially obvious in a culture which both values sexuality as a fundamental asset of younger women and refuses to acknowledge it in older women. In this sense, the latter become marginalised.
Female beauty and invisibility
In an analysis of popular autobiographies, Gergen and Gergen () found that women's stories are often about embodiment (women in relation to their bodies), whereas men's stories are more likely to be about disembodiment (acting upon a world unencumbered by the body)#. In contrast to men, who are brought up to take pride in their bodies, women are socialised to dislike theirs and frequently become obsessed with thinness and weight reduction. Women also tend to have been encouraged, more than men, to develop their bodies as objects of perception for others (Shilling ) . Younger women have also been found to be more influenced by, and therefore more vulnerable to, mandated cultural standards of the ideal body. Among younger women, the extremely thin ideal of female beauty creates a normative discontent with body weight (Nichter and Vuckovic ). As a consequence of both the gendered socialisation and the idealised images of the female body, we can hypothesise that looks are more important for women than for men.
Later in life, the effects of wrinkling and outwardly visible changes associated with ageing have been described as a process of transformation where women become socially ' invisible ' (MacDonald , c.f. Featherstone and Hepworth  ; Green ). The ambivalence towards ageing among women has also been described by Sontag () as ' the double standard of ageing ', the double marginality due to ageism and sexism. While women's power is still, according to Sontag, embedded in the perishable values of beauty and sexual allure, men's power is embedded in more enduring values of status and wealth. This leads to the assumption that changes in body image with ageing will be especially threatening for women, a theme we will elaborate further.
Both the importance of appearance and the discontent with body image among women are manifested, for example, in the use of cosmetic surgery, which actualises the relationship between body and identity. A woman who has gone through cosmetic surgery must integrate her new body with her old identity. This becomes explicit when the face -a powerful cultural symbol of identity -has been the object of surgery, an experience which strongly affects a woman's sense of herself. By projecting an ideal image of the female body (perfect skin, slender figure and so on), a woman is confronted with the imperfections of her own body. Cosmetic surgery is thus a treatment for women's suffering over their appearance (Davis )$.
As it becomes easier for affluent women, through cosmetic surgery, to avoid the look of middle-and old age, looking old may, according to Goodman (), become even more culturally unforgivable. In a study of body image among older women, Chrisler and Ghiz argue that, because of a tendency to see youth and beauty as synonymous and to define woman as body :
One can expect to find many mid-life and older women experiencing body image disturbance as they encounter the effects of aging. It may be difficult to feel comfortable about aging in a culture where older women are rarely seen, and those who are seen are celebrated primarily for their ' youthful ' good looks. In our society ' old ' connotes ' incompetence, misery, lethargy, unattractiveness, asexuality, and poor health ' ( : ).
Based on interviews with English men and women, Fairhurst (, c.f. Featherstone and Hepworth ) has also identified the theme of bodily decay as a socially constructed, sexist stigma that is particularly limiting to women. She found that women worried more than men about their image in the coming old age. From this follows the hypothesis that, as a part of the double marginalisation of ageism and sexism, women become more discontented with their bodies as they grow older.
Fairhurst's study also revealed a clear separation between the more enduring selves and the physical bodies of the interviewees. This separation made changes in their outer appearance more bearable. But is this separation between self and body a protection against negative self-images in old age ? And does this separation differ for men and women ? According to the discussion above, we would expect a more obvious separation among men. In the next section, we will consider these questions.
Forever young ?
Consumer culture promotes both an experience of people becoming their bodies and an anxiety about the possibility that their bodies will fall apart and let them down. If people not only have a body, but more and more become their bodies in postmodern culture, then an interesting question is whether they positively or negatively identify with the exterior of the body. The concept of the mask of ageing (Featherstone and Hepworth ) implies a negative identification -or disidentification -with the exterior body, but this simultaneously offers a strategy for maintaining a positive and youthful self-concept. The mask refers to a gap between the exterior of the face and the body on the one hand, and the inner subjective feeling of personal identity on the other -a gap which seems to be more apparent when people grow older. Thus, the mask of ageing implies a difference between feel age (experienced age) and look age (how old one looks)%. The mask has been described as a disguise which, layer after layer, increasingly conceals the ' timeless ' personality beneath. Turner argues that a crucial issue in the ageing process is the contradictory relationship between ' the subjective sense of an inner youthfulness and an exterior process of biological ageing ' ( : ). The outer body can be interpreted as a betrayal of the youthfulness of the inner self. Turner radically claims that it is the disjunction between these two which constitutes the core of personal tragedy. We can hypothesise that with age we find a growing discrepancy between the inner self and the outer ageing bodily disguise. In our data, this should be proved if we find with successive age groups a decreasing proportion of respondents who think that their body reflects who they really are.
Another aspect of disembodied ageing, which also implies a discrepancy between self and body, between ' feel age ' and ' look age ', can be found in Kaufman's seminal work The Ageless Self (). Based on a life-history study with older Americans, Kaufman proposes that : ' when old people talk about themselves, they express a sense of self that is ageless -an identity that maintains continuity despite the physical and social changes that come with old age ' ( : ).
By denying old age as a distinct period in life, we can nostalgically maintain the myth of youthfulness, the belief that we have actually succeeded in ' stopping the clock '. The idea of an ageless self is a relic of the Platonic-Christian view of the body as imprisonment, tying the individual to the course of life, to time and space. The myth of the youthful inner self is a way of trying to transcend this limitation (Mannheimer  ; O $ berg ). But the idea of an ageless self is also supported by developmental psychological theories, where the development after adolescence is seldom considered.
The idea of an ageless self, so appealing in a youth-oriented society, also derives support from studies showing that older people subjectively experience themselves as younger than their chronological age. This ' experiential youthfulness ' is expected, given that old age, in general, is ascribed more negative associations than older people actually experience (Tornstam  ; ). Old age has often been associated with negative values such as poor health and sad or depressed feelings (Fennell ) . This leads to the ageless self hypothesis, with successive age groups there is a growing discrepancy between subjective age experience and chronological age. Table  summarises the hypotheses to be tested as five key questions.
T  . The five key questions
The female beauty hypothesis  Are looks generally more important for women than for men, and if so, is such a gender difference the same in all age groups ?  Are women generally more worried than men about how their looks will change as they grow older ? The double marginality hypothesis  Are women more dissatisfied with their bodies than men and does this difference increase with age ? The ageing mask hypothesis  Is there a decrease with age in the belief that the body reflects the self, and is this increasing disidentification with the body more apparent in men than in women ? The ageless self hypothesis  Is there a growing discrepancy with age between the subjective age experience and chronological age and is this discrepancy larger for men than for women ?
The empirical study, carried out in , was based on a mailed survey sent to a random sample of , Swedish men and women aged between  and  years. The response rate was  per cent (, respondents) and the respondent group was, in terms of age and sex distributions, statistically representative of the whole Swedish population within the corresponding age span (tested by chi square for goodness of fit). Body image was measured by four items with four response alternatives ranging from ' fully agree ' to ' do not agree at all '. The items were : () ' My looks are important to me ', () ' I worry about how my looks will change as I grow older ', () ' I am satisfied with my body ', () ' I feel that my body reflects who I really am '.
Age identification was measured by two items where the respondents completed the sentences : () ' Inside I feel as if I were … years old. ' () ' I think other people see me as if I were … years old. ' In both cases the responses were filled in by checking one of ten age boxes ranging from - years to  plus.
Results

The female beauty hypothesis
From the theoretical discussion above, we might expect that appearance is more important for women in comparison with men, and that women would also worry more about how their looks will change when they grow older. The results in Figure  show that, in all age groups, physical appearance is more important for women than for men (eta l ., p .). In total,  per cent of the women agreed with the statement ' my looks are important to me ', compared with  per cent of the men.
Among the women, the importance of appearance is high. This holds true across the life span. There are no statistically significant differences between the age categories. Among men, on the other hand, there is a small variation by age (eta l ., p .). The importance of appearance peaks at age  plus. Figure  shows that women worry somewhat more than men about how their looks will change when they grow older (eta l ., p .). In total,  per cent of the women and  per cent of the men express these kind of worries. There is, however, a difference among women from different age groups (eta l ., p .), with two peaks for most worried women among the youngest and oldest age groups. Among men there is a smaller age difference, but older men are the most worried ( plus) (eta l ., p .). Most worried among both sexes are people in the age range, - years. This is perhaps the age when women are most conscious of, and anxious about, impending age-related changes in appearance. They may be particularly concerned about the effects of disability and the impact on social relationships. The difference between men and women is largest among the youngest, very small in mid-life, and somewhat larger in old age. In accordance with the female beauty hypothesis, our data support the notion that women, generally speaking, value their appearance and worry more about their looks than men.
The double marginality hypothesis
The female beauty hypothesis and the suggestion that women are socialised to be more discontent with their bodies lead to expectations that women are generally more dissatisfied with their bodies than men, especially when they grow older. However, as can be seen in Figure  , the responses to the item on satisfaction with one's body do not confirm this hypothesis. While men, in total, are generally more satisfied with their bodies and show no age differences in this regard, the proportion of women who are satisfied with their bodies increases with age (eta l ., p .). As a result of this, the initial difference between men and women has disappeared in the oldest age group. At age -, the proportion of respondents who are satisfied with their bodies is around  per cent among both men and women. In the youngest age category there is a significant difference. Here  per cent of the men, but only  per cent of the women are satisfied with their bodies (eta l ., p .). Thus, even if the old woman's body does not conform with the messages propagated by consumer culture, older women are in fact more content with their bodies than younger women.
The results presented so far do not support any simple relationship between gerontophobic images of the ageing body, especially the female body, and how people individually experience their physical body. The female beauty hypothesis is supported, but the double marginality hypothesis is certainly not.
The ageing mask hypothesis
We examined the ageing mask hypothesis using the single question : ' I feel that my body reflects who I really am. ' From the earlier theoretical discussion, we would expect the proportion of respondents who agree with this statement to decrease with age, especially for men. As we can see in Figure  , the data do not confirm the hypothesis. In all, almost nine in ten men agree with the statement, and there is no statistically significant difference across the age categories (eta l ., n.s.). Among women, the proportion who agree with the statement increases with age (eta l ., p .). Among the youngest women  per cent agree with the statement, among the oldest  per cent.
The ageless self hypothesis
A first glimpse at our data appears to support the ageless self hypothesis, when we compare ' feel age ' with actual chronological age. On average, a majority ( per cent) of Swedes aged  or more report that they feel younger than their chronological age, and  per cent of the respondents report that they feel younger than they think they appear to other people. But, as Figure  shows, there is still a very strong correlation between the variables ' feel age ' and chronological age (eta l ., p .). The graph of observed ' feel age ' hovers some ten years below the trendline we would expect were respondents to feel their actual chronological age.
According to one interpretation of the concept, however, the ageless self hypothesis would imply a trendline where ' feel age ' is the same in all age groups after a ' maturation point ', where the self stops ageing and becomes ageless. After maturation at, say, age , everyone continues to feel  inside. This would imply a horizontal trendline, as shown in Figure  . The observed ' feel age ', however, is clearly much more closely related to actual chronological age than to any such idea of ageless maturation. To support the ageless self hypothesis, the slope of the observed ' feel age ' would need to be much flatter. So, even if people experience themselves as younger than they are chronologically, they do not feel they are no longer ageing.
We may conclude that, even if we experience ourselves as younger than we are chronologically, we do not feel ageless, in terms of implying that experiences of ageing stop at any specific time of life.
Discussion
The first question posed by this study was whether or not outward appearance is more important for women than for men, and whether this differs through the lifecourse. The data show that, in all age groups, appearance is more important for women than for men, and that this importance does not diminish with age.
However, the other results of this study do not support the predicted hypotheses. () There was no decline in satisfaction with the body by age ; surprisingly an increase was found among women. () The presumed discrepancy between the inner youthful self and the outer ageing mask was not shown to be a general pattern among the respondents. Instead, the majority of the Swedes interviewed reported that their body reflects who they really are. This majority increased with age among women. () Our data also failed to show the presumed increasing discrepancy between ' feel age ' and chronological age.
The easiest way to ' explain away ' these matters is probably to refer to methodological problems ; for instance, the fact that we used crosssectional data. It is always necessary to be cautious about interpretation in terms of lifecourse changes, and we need to be conscious that the empirical findings could also be interpreted as a cohort effect. This, however, would fail to explain why such cohort differences relate only to three of our four main hypotheses. Another problem is that we would expect such a cohort effect to be visible from the answers, not only of women but also of men. Hence, it is not likely that cohort differences can explain away the mismatch between theory and empirical findings.
Another explanation must be sought at either the conceptual or theoretical level. At the conceptual level, it can be observed that the item which is concomitant with the theory is that regarding the importance of looks and appearance, while the non-consonant items relate to the body as a whole. The first item can, therefore, be claimed to be more surfacerelated, while the latter are more wholeness-related. Theoretically, this may imply a considerable difference. The importance of the outer body, the surface, seems to exist and is combined with an increasing satisfaction with and acceptance of the wholeness of the body. At the theoretical level, one explanation could be that the theories discussed above disregard developmental processes and personal maturation, which may even out the jeopardies described. The double marginalisation of women, the tragedy of the ageing mask and the ageless self in the betraying body do not materialise, as gerontologists have suggested. We conclude that this is because most people in reality develop and mature well beyond the point foreseen in the theories. Having said this, it should of course be mentioned that our data show a considerable minority who do not think that they can present themselves through their body, and who do not feel that their bodies match their inner selves. Nevertheless, this minority is only substantial among the youngest women ( per cent) and is not in line with the hypotheses derived from gerontological theory.
Finally, this paper has elaborated possible hypotheses about ageing in a postmodern consumer society. From studies of cultural representations in Western societies, we have constructed several hypotheses which have been tested among Swedish men and women. The study showed that the gerontophobic assumptions that can easily be deduced from representations in the consumer culture do not match people's individual experiences. One theoretical explanation for the mismatch in question is the possibility that consumer culture messages create worries about age-related bodily changes in prospect, which do not correspond to the individual experiences of the ageing body at present. However, illumination of this assumption requires a different methodological approach and will be a focus for further study.
NOTES
 It is significant that the treatment of the surface of the body became a separate discipline, cosmetology, in the US at the beginning of this century. Cosmetics became universal ; rouge, lipstick and mascara ceased to be stigmatising advertisements only for prostitutes (Turner ).  There exists a problem when studying gender differences in relation to the body for it very rapidly ends up in a study of women's bodies. Jordanova (, c.f. Sault  : -) states that ' the very idea of gender leads more directly to women than to men … we have come to see women as the problematic sex, indeed as the sex '.  In the US, cosmetic operations make up over  per cent of all plastic surgery : previously patients were men disabled from war or industrial accidents, now nearly  per cent of the recipients are women who are dissatisfied with the way their bodies look. Now it is possible with computer technology to show potential recipients how they may look after a face lift, a nose job, or breast augmentation. Cosmetic surgery, the fastest growing speciality in American medicine, allows us to transcend age, ethnicity, and even sex (Davis ).  In the Netherlands, a medical inspector evaluated patients who wanted cosmetic surgery covered by national health insurance. A sagging abdomen which made the patient ' look pregnant ' was enough reason to perform a tummy tuck. For a face lift, the patient had to ' look  years older than his or her chronological age ' (Davis  : ).
